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Robert Wolcott and the Art of Nest Records 
 
By Thomas E. Labedz 
University of Nebraska State Museum  
tlabedz1@unl.edu 
 
The autumn of 1894 was fortuitous for Nebraska ornithology because it is 
when Robert Henry Wolcott accepted an assistantship at the University of Nebraska, 
moving to Lincoln from the University of Michigan (Swenk 1935). Wolcott, from that 
point onward, made significant contributions to our knowledge of Nebraska birds 
(Bruner et al. 1903, Wolcott 1909, 1919), was a founding member of the Nebraska 
Ornithologists’ Union (NOU), and was editor for the first three Proceedings of the 
NOU from 1899-1902. His work expanded beyond local focus and he eventually 
authored a text on animal biology (Wolcott 1933). 
 
The topic of this paper, however, is not Robert Wolcott’s talent for writing 
and editing, but his ability to make drawings. Museums never discard original 
information pertaining to an object, since it may help answer future questions. One 
such set of original information in the Zoology Division of the University of Nebraska 
State Museum (UNSM) is the hand-written bird nest and egg cards completed by the 
collectors at the time of collection in the late 1800s and early 1900s. Zoology Division 
currently holds approximately 1,450 egg sets and 50 nests and is notable among 
museum institutions (Kiff and Hough 1985). The collecting of nests and eggs was 
popular in the 1800s and early 1900s until it became illegal in 1918 with passage of 
the Migratory Bird Treaty Act and subsequent legislation. Very little egg and nest 
collecting has occurred since that time, and that has been under strictly regulated 
permit situations.  
 
During the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic shutdown and isolation I scanned the 
original nest and egg cards associated with the museum collections. I was surprised to 
find how many of Robert Wolcott’s collection cards, from both Michigan and 
Nebraska in the 1890s, had miniature drawings of the nest (Figures 2, 3, 8), nest site 
(Figures 1, 4, 5, 6, 10), or location maps (Figures 7, 9). No other collectors were noted 
to have made drawings on the cards in the UNSM collections. While data from these 
cards has been available to researchers for many years I thought it appropriate to bring 
some of these images to light for modern audiences to see 120+ years later.  
 
Based on UNSM records, Robert Wolcott contributed 157 egg sets to the 
collections and an additional 16 study skins. Shown here (Figures 1-10) are some of 
the more than twenty egg cards upon which Wolcott made some sort of drawing about 
the nesting situation. Images are shown in chronological order based on collecting 
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date. Each image is on a 3x5” nest card that was glued to a 4x6” index card with the 
permanent UNSM catalog (ZM-) number in the upper right. The upper left number is 
the American Ornithologists’ Union species number and a letter designating this egg 
set’s place in the UNSM collection in association with that number. The original 
images are in color and depict paper discoloration, staining, or other defects. Using 
image processing software the color scans were altered to a black and white image for 
use herein and no other alteration was made to any original markings done by Wolcott. 
These cards are held in the Zoology Division. The modern common and scientific 




The University of Nebraska State Museum allowed use of these images and 
has been the conscientious caretaker of these documents for over a century. Elliot 
Zahm, University of Nebraska - Lincoln student, assisted in early attempts to scan and 
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Figure 1. Eastern Towhee (Pipilo erythrophthalmus). “Chewink” is an antiquated common 
name for Rufous-sided Towhee, later divided into Eastern and Spotted Towhees. 
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Figure 2. Common Gallinule (Gallinula galeata). “Florida Gallinule” could refer to Purple 
Gallinule (Porphyrio martinicus) but confusion among common names in the absence of 
scientific names is resolved with Wolcott’s use of the AOU number. AOU 219 referred to 
Common Moorhen (Gallinula chloropus), recently divided with the North American species 
becoming the Common Gallinule. 
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Figure 3. Horned Lark (Eremophila alpestris). “Prairie Horned Lark” usually refers to  
E. a. praticola, the subspecies breeding in the region. 
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Figure 4. Mourning Dove (Zenaida macroura). The “Linn.” after the scientific name  
refers to Carl Linnaeus, who in 1758 in Sweden published Systema Naturae which  
introduced the binomial nomenclatural system standardizing the naming of organisms 
worldwide. This species was one of the original names applied by Linnaeus himself. 
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Figure 5. Blue Jay (Cyanositta cristata). Images of a Lancaster County 1903 plat book  
at the Library of Congress show three “Dee” farms adjacent to one another and Salt Creek. 
Anna, John, and Maurice Dee properties can be described as 1 mi NW of the Waverly  
I-80 interchange (SE quarter Section 23 and SW quarter Section 24). 
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Figure 6. House Wren (Troglodytes aedon). One mile south of the Rock Island trestle  
along Salt Creek would currently put this location in Wilderness Park at approximately  
where Yankee Hill Road would intersect, southwest of Lincoln, Lancaster County. 
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Figure 7. Loggerhead Shrike (Lanius ludovicianus). White-rumped Shrike L.l. excubitorides 
refers to the subspecies commonly found in Nebraska. The cemetery on the map is likely the 
Yankee Hill Cemetery just southwest of Lincoln, Lancaster County. 




Figure 8. Orchard Oriole (Icterus spurius) and Brown-headed Cowbird (Molothrus ater). 
Cowbird eggs were collected along with host eggs. Some museums apply a unique identifier 
to the cowbird eggs to separate them from the host species. 
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Figure 9. Yellow-breasted Chat (Icteria virens) and Brown-headed Cowbird  
(Molothrus ater). One mile north of Saltillo along Salt Creek would today be in  
Wilderness Park south of Lincoln, Lancaster County. 
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Figure 10. Eastern Screech-Owl (Megascops asio). Saltillo was railroad stop near the  
south end of what is now Wilderness Park, Lincoln, Lancaster County. 
